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This paper explores the adaptation patterns of international Chinese and
Vietnamese students in relation to academic writing practices in a higher education
context. The study utilises a trans-disciplinary framework for interpreting
students’ and lecturers’ practices within institutional structures. This framework
has been developed by infusing a modified version of Lillis’ heuristic for exploring
students’ meaning making with positioning theory. A prominent finding of the
study indicates the emergence of three main forms of adaptation, committed
adaptation, face-value adaptation and hybrid adaptation, that the students
employed to gain access to their disciplinary practices. The findings of the study
give insights into ways that a dialogical pedagogic model for mutual adaptation
can be developed between international students and academics. The aim is to
enhance the education of international students in this increasingly
internationalised environment.
Keywords: international students; adaptation; academic writing
Introduction
There were 629,618 international student enrolments in Australian education in
November 2009 (AEI 2009). Seeking ways to effectively respond to the academic,
social and financial needs of international students from a diverse range of countries
has also become a growing focus for Australian higher education. This is particularly
important due to the increasing dependence of Australian tertiary institutions on
international students’ tuition fees, which is largely driven by the decrease in direct
funding from the Commonwealth Government. This is more critical given the fact that
potential international students have an increasing number of options for their higher
education destinations. Apart from the options of study in other English-speaking
countries, the major threats to the current Australian share of international student
market are coming from some Asian countries such as Singapore and Malaysia. This
is evidenced in the campaigns of these countries to optimise their policies of interna-
tionalising higher education and become competitive Asian education providers in
attracting international students, who may currently see Australian institutions as their
best option. On top of this, other Asian countries such as China and South Korea have
invested more in enhancing their own higher education sector, which contributes to
retaining the number of students from those countries who intend to study overseas.
Drawing on international students’ assignments, international student and lecturer
interviews, and the twin constructs of Lillis’ (2001) heuristic and positioning theory
*Email: lythi.tran@rmit.edu.au
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(Harré and van Langenhove 1999) for data analysis, this study explores how interna-
tional students from China and Vietnam in Australian higher education adapt to disci-
plinary requirements and how academics address the diverse needs of international
students. The study documents the complexities and multilayered nature of the adap-
tation process that the students go through in their efforts to mediate their academic
writing, a key practice in higher education. The analysis of the international students’
practices shows the emergence of three main types of adaptation that individual
students make in their participation in disciplinary practices. These are described in
this study as: committed adaptation, surface adaptation and hybrid adaptation. It will
be argued in this paper that reciprocal adaptation from international students and
academic staff rather than the onus of adaptation being placed on international
students is paramount to the enhancement of teaching and learning and the sustainable
development of international education. The findings of the study give insights into
ways that a dialogical pedagogic model for mutual adaptation can be developed
between international students and academics.
Setting the context
It has been argued that the rapid expansion in the international student cohort in
Australia has seen little change in higher education teaching and learning (Webb
2005; Marginson 2007). Although the Australian education export industry has been
successful in business methods and “economic terms” in general, there seems to be
less scope for the development of the relevant academic and research capacities in
response to the changing student population and demands in the global context
(Marginson 2007). In practice, many institutions appear to be struggling with interna-
tionalising their curriculum (Webb 2005). At the same time, the general decrease in
the direct government funding for higher education has resulted in an increased ratio
of staff to students, increased teaching loads and larger tutorials and lectures, thus
making it even more difficult to respond to unfamiliar and diverse student character-
istics. Academics seem to be under more pressure to meet the needs of international
students, yet many are unclear about how to do this. In particular, many lecturers are
dealing with the dilemmas of how to address international students’ needs while at the
same time keeping up with what they perceive to be institutional academic expecta-
tions and standards (Ryan and Carroll 2005).
It is significant to acknowledge the complex and contested nature of terms such as
“international students”, “internationalisation of higher education” and “internation-
alisation of the curriculum”. In using the term “international students”, I am not
essentialising all students from different countries as a homogenous entity. In the
literature, however, this term is in general use. Therefore, I will use the term with the
acknowledgement of the diversity and variety of international students encompassed
by this descriptor. The term “international students” is used in this paper to refer to
students who are pursuing a degree in a host nation but are not citizens or permanent
residents of that particular country. The concept of “internationalisation of higher
education” is interpreted in this paper based on Harman’s (2005) definition which
highlights that this process appears to be linked to diverse and multilayered practices
including diversifying the curriculum, promoting the global movements of the
academic staff, advocating multilateral relationships between universities and
commercialising educational services. Within this context of internationalisation of
higher education, an internationalised curriculum is linked to a learning environment
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that is “supportive and inclusive of national and cultural difference and diversity”
(Leask 2005, 128).
Problems facing international students in higher education in English-speaking
countries have often been assumed to be largely related to language proficiency levels
and to cultural differences (Samuelowicz 1987; Lacina 2002; Parks and Raymond
2004; Andrade 2006). Too often, international students have been seen only from a
“deficit” frame. This frame tends to locate international students’ challenges as emerg-
ing exclusively from their cultural backgrounds and consider their different ways of
constructing knowledge as being problematic in the English medium institutional
context. There has been extensive research into international students’ learning styles,
language proficiency, challenges and expectations. Nevertheless, little has been docu-
mented about what is actually involved in the process or processes that these students
must undergo to adapt to the academic culture of the disciplines they are studying.
An emergent stream of literature has problematised the common stereotypes about
the cultural learning styles and experiences of Asian students (see, for example,
Doherty and Singh 2005; Kettle 2005; Koehne 2005). Highlighted in these studies is
the need to avoid simply attributing learning styles to cultural backgrounds. Instead,
these studies suggest the significance of exploring more adequately the complexities
in students’ processes of unpacking, interpreting and adapting to various disciplinary
practices. This study attempts to contribute to this growing area of knowledge. It
acknowledges that international students bring distinctive cultural resources and
literacy backgrounds with them into their courses in Australia. It also highlights the
complex factors which affect how international students exercise personal agency in
mediating academic practise and gaining access to their disciplinary discourse. By
focusing on “personal agency” of international students, this study offers a change
from the dominant approaches on “problems”, plagiarism and policing of standards
often circulating about international students. The study also explores the possibility
for reciprocal adaptation, where international students adapt to academic requirements
and academics attempt to modify their teaching and assessment approaches in
response to the changing needs of the relevant student population for sustainable
academic development.
Academic writing is an important practice in higher education and plays a critical
role in students’ academic success. Hence, capturing international students’ practices
in participating in disciplinary writing practices has become an area of increasing
significance. An emerging research stream moves beyond past research which empha-
sised on exploring the writing problems international students experienced (Ferguson
1997; Lillis 2001; Phan 2001). It has focused more on viewing international students
as individuals attempting to enter a community of practice and become fully fledged
members of their discipline area. Despite these developments, the comparison of inter-
national students’ experiences of disciplinary writing in high-stake areas, such as the
assessment for a Masters degree, and academic staff’s perspectives remains largely
unexplored. Insights into these aspects may contribute to working out ways to facili-
tate students’ participation in higher education through disciplinary writing. The study
reported here attempts to respond to this gap in the literature.
Research, in recent times, has focused on how teachers mediated between different
sensibilities in terms of culture, politics and religion in their pedagogic practices of
teaching international students (Singh and Doherty 2002). The need for academics to
adapt their teaching practices is therefore in part rooted in the emergent needs of
diverse student population. Their adaptation is also viewed to be embedded in the
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reflective teaching practice. This practice involves academics in continuous critical
evaluation, modification and transformation of their own teaching (Prescott and
Hellsten 2005, 91). As suggested by Ryan (2000, 5), “Universities need to respond to
the needs of international students by opening not just their doors for them, but once
in, making sure that the curriculum is also accessible”. She argues that amongst a vari-
ety of factors, understandings of the learners and the learning context help to make the
curriculum accessible to students from diverse cultural backgrounds. Central to staff
awareness of international students as learners in the new discourse community is
their understanding of prior learning experience of international students, including
the writing conventions associated with their prior learning.
Theoretical and methodological framework
The findings reported in this paper draw on a PhD study involving eight international
students and four academics (Tran 2007). The research explores the adaptation to
academic writing practices of eight international students from China and Vietnam
undertaking Masters courses in Economics or Education at an Australian university.
It also investigates the perspectives and expectations of student writing of four
academic staff in these disciplines. This study derives from the challenges I have
personally experienced as a Vietnamese international student in Australian higher
education. I have found the mediation of different values in meaning making in
academic practices is central to my adaptation to the institutional practices in Austra-
lia. My personal experience and challenges in exercising agency and juggling differ-
ent approaches to constructing knowledge in written assignments have motivated me
to investigate the issue.
This research focuses on Chinese and Vietnamese international students in
Education and Economics due to a number of reasons. China is one of the leading
sources of international students for Australian institutions (AEI 2009). At the univer-
sity where this was conducted, international students from China comprise the largest
proportion of international students. In addition, recent analysis has revealed that
at this university, there has been an emerging postgraduate student growth from
Vietnam. Chinese and Vietnamese students from two disciplines, Economics and
Education, were selected for the study. Economics is the biggest faculty and it has the
largest enrolment of international students at this Australian university. Education is
one of the disciplines in the university, which has recently seen a rising trend in the
international student cohort.
The students in this study were required to meet the cut-off IELTS score of 7.0 and
6.5 in order to gain the entry to their Master course in Education and Economics,
respectively. These eight students have been selected because they meet the research
criteria of this study. They are Chinese and Vietnamese students enrolled in Masters
of Education or Economics. They volunteered to participate in the study and were
willing to reflect on their experiences of writing their first text at the Australian
university as well as on how they participated in disciplinary practices as they
progressed through the course six months later. The lecturer participants selected are
those who lectured in the disciplines in which the student participants were enrolled
and who volunteered to participate in the study. There is no one to one correspondence
between individual lecturer and individual student involved in this study. The
students’ perceptions of academics’ expectations are mixed. The data was a combina-
tion of students’ assignments, the lecturers’ comments on these students’ texts, two
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rounds of interview with the students and two rounds of interviews with the lecturers.
All respondents presented in this study have been given pseudonyms.
A summary of lecturer and student profiles is presented in Tables 1 and 2.
This study draws on a trans-disciplinary framework (Figure 1) for exploring
students’ adaptation and lecturers’ views on student practices. The investigation
framework drew on two interpretive tools, a modified version of Lillis’ (2001) heuris-
tic for exploring student meaning making and positioning theory (Harré and van
Langenhove 1999). The integration of these two analytic models represents a trans-
disciplinary approach for social analysis of students’ practices, lecturers’ views and
discourse. Lillis’ (2001) heuristic offers insights into the real accounts of the students
as the “insiders” or “producers” of their own texts and for uncovering students’ indi-
vidual reasons and intentions as their hidden logics in the construction of texts. This
framework enables an exploration of not only the reasons underpinning their specific
ways of writing but also their potential choices in constructing disciplinary knowl-
edge, which Lillis (2001, 51) refers to as “what the individual student-writers might
want to mean in a transformed socio-discursive space”.
Figure 1. An integrated framework for interpreting students’ academic writing practices and lecturers’ views.Positioning theory (Harré and van Langenhove 1999) has been used to enrich
Lillis’ model for the analysis of students’ voices within institutional context and how
they may shift their perceptions of academic practices as they progress through their
courses. Positioning theory is concerned with aspects of dominant discourse rules and
conventions, rights, duties and obligations in discursive practices (Harré and van
Langenhove 1999). This theory highlights students’ positions within the institutional
structures and how they may reposition their ways of academic writing over a period
of time. It thus allows an exploration of how the Chinese and Vietnamese students
exercise personal agency through making choices among different ways of meaning
making, accepting, accommodating or rejecting dominant conventions within the
institutional realities of the university. Positioning theory is also adopted to interpret
Table 1. Lecturer profiles.
Name Gender Discipline Teaching experience Ethnic background
Anna Female Education 13 years Australian Native speaker of English
Kevin Male Education 16 years Australian Native speaker of English
Lisa Female Economics 16 years German Non-native speaker of English
Andy Male Economics Over 16 years Australian Native speaker of English
Table 2. Student profiles.
Name National background Gender Educational background Work experience
Xuân Vietnamese Female B.English, M.Ed student Teacher of English
Wang Chinese Female B.English, M.Ed student Teacher of English
Bình Vietnamese Female B.English, M.Ed student Teacher of English
Lin Chinese Female B.English, M.Ed student Interpreter
Hao Chinese Female B.Admin Man., M.FM student Human resource officer
Ying Chinese Female B.Law, M.FM student Human resource officer
Vy˜ Vietnamese Female B.Eco., M.FM student Marketing officer
Lan Vietnamese Female B.Eco., M.FM student Finance officer
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students’ writing and the institutional practices from the lecturers’ perspectives, which
are not addressed by Lillis’ (2001) talk around text, thereby adding an important layer
to the analysis.
The framework presented in Figure 1, which comprises three categories inherent
in positioning theory: discourse, agency and institutional practices (Nellhaus 1998,
18–19). The three dimensions of Lillis’ talk around text are embedded in the second
level of the framework, which is centred on the issue of agency. Level 1 of the frame-
work refers to discourse. In this study, discourse for the students is considered to be
related to their written texts, their accounts of writing these texts and their later posi-
tioning conversations on their writing practices. With regard to the lecturers, discourse
is tied to the students’ texts and their comments on the students’ texts, their discus-
sions about their expectations and their disciplinary values. Discourse offers the
context for the students’ agency, the lecturers’ agency and the institutional practices
to emerge. Level 2 of the framework focuses on the aspect of agency. Within this
study, students’ agency is understood as their intentions and personal choices in rela-
tion to meaning making in academic practices. The students’ ways of constructing
their texts can be bound to their awareness of their lecturers’ expectations and the
disciplinary requirements, their distinctive Chinese or Vietnamese writing tradition,
their personal preferences in constructing knowledge and their negotiation of these
different interpretations of academic practices. The lecturers’ agency emerges from
the reasons underpinning their comments on specific instances of students’ writing as
well as their views on students’ academic experiences, their own teaching practice and
the disciplinary values. Within positioning theory, individual agency operates within
social structure but also helps to form social relations. The institutional practices,
which are addressed at Level 3 of the framework, can be interpreted in relation to the
lecturers’ expectations, the course guidelines, the disciplinary as well as institutional
Figure 1. An integrated framework for interpreting students’ academic writing practices and
lecturers’ views (Tran 2007).
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requirements for academic writing and the students’ practices. The structures of the
disciplines can shape students’ writing and at the same time offer the possibilities for
the students to reproduce or transform the disciplinary practices.
There are three main forms of positioning which arise from the students’ accounts
of writing within the institutional structures in this study: situations of self-positioning,
situations of forced-self positioning, situations of positioning of others. Self-positioning
arises when one wishes to express his/her personal agency in order to achieve a partic-
ular goal in discursive practice (van Langenhove and Harré 1999, 24). With regard to
forced-self positioning, van Langenhove and Harré (1999, 26) propose that it is differ-
ent from deliberate self-positioning in that “the initiative now lies with somebody else
rather than the person involved”. In the case of this study, forced-self positioning is
related to how the students position themselves in the ways they think they are required
by their lecturers or their subject disciplines. Other positioning is that one’s intentional
positioning of oneself in a certain way can lead to the positioning of someone else in
the correlative position (van Langenhove and Harré 1999).
The study
The academic traditions in the two disciplines at the university this study focuses on
vary depending on individual lecturers. Some academics are encouraging students to
submit drafts of their assignments for specific comments but some others are not will-
ing to do so. Therefore the provision of formative feedback for students on assign-
ments appears to occur at an individual level rather than become a common
departmental or institutional practice. At the institutional level, there are various
university experience support programmes for students within the university used in
this study. The learning skills unit, where the majority of students in this study sought
support for their academic writing, is part of the support programmes. This unit offers
advice and instruction on academic and language skills. A broad range of academic
skills, including researching and writing, exam preparation, oral presentations and
more are included. The unit aims to assist local and international students to maximise
their independent learning potential by developing academic skills, language profi-
ciency and graduate attributes. At the faculty level, there is a learning unit within the
Faculty of Economics which offers similar services for students as the university
learning skills unit whereas in the Faculty of Education, there is a leaning skills
adviser supporting “at risk” students. So, the academic support resources vary accord-
ing to the faculty level within this institution.
The analysis of the findings shows different forms of adaptation emerging from
the ways the eight Chinese and Vietnamese international students exercise personal
agency in writing their first assignments and adapt to the disciplinary practices at the
Australian university. Within this study, these patterns have been identified and
termed as surface adaptation, committed adaptation and hybrid adaptation. Initially,
the students have attempted to accommodate the writing approaches which they
think are expected in their disciplines. This process of adaptation arises from their
intrinsic motivations to be successful in their courses and to become fully fledged
members of their disciplinary community. Where they differ is however in their
internal struggle related to what they really value amongst the possible disciplinary
writing requirements they adopt in constructing their texts. Though all students in
this study were engaged in surface adaptation, committed adaptation or hybrid
adaptation, the case studies later were selected from the data to illustrate the three
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patterns of adaptation these international students went though in their participation
in disciplinary practices.
Surface adaptation
Surface adaptation involves changes at the face value, which enable the students to
gain access to their academic discipline and ensure good returns on their investment
(Norton 2001) in the courses. Students who made surface adaptation disguised their
beliefs (Lillis 2001) and accommodate themselves to the changes required as a coping
strategy only in order to engage in their academic community. In other words, they
restrain their agency and feel an obligation in response to the requirements of the
disciplinary practice. In particular, the new ways of writing they follow are sometimes
not what they believe and feel positive about. Their accounts of constructing their own
texts indicate a conflict between the aspiration to communicate meaning in a way
which accords with their values and the desire to be counted as a member of their
academic discipline. Students may also display surface adaptation when they do not
feel comfortable or positive about responding to what they think they are expected to
write. Hao, for example, revealed the tension between the desire to express what she
wants to say in her writing and her perception of what she is expected to say: 
I found someone’s interesting argument about this topic, just like this paragraph [from
her first assignment at the Australian university]. His argument does not actually meet
the requirement for this essay. I really want to use his argument in my essay and I discussed
this with my lecturer. She said “it’s not good for you to say too much about his argument”
because it does not quite meet what she wants we said in this essay. So I just use a small
paragraph … Because in this essay we should, we must, we must say that strategic HRM
[human resource development] is important and helps us but for his argument, he said
that strategic HRM is not really important in some cases. You know the lecturer gives us
a topic but I think I can have different opinion with this topic, maybe I can give the
evidence for the different way from this topic but after I talked with my lecturer, I know
that I must write that it is important and I can not say that it is not important.
Hao was interested in showing her critical thinking and addressing a contrasting view
to the one that seems to be favoured by her lecturer. Yet, her awareness of the
lecturer’s expectation prevented her from doing so. Her linguistic choice revealed in
the interview, I found someone’s interesting argument, I quite agree with him and I
really want to use his argument versus we should, we must, we must say that, I know
that I must write that it is important and I can not say that it is not important, appeared
to indicate the tension between her personal preference in being critical in writing and
her interpretation of the disciplinary expectation. Thus, the way Hao constructed
meaning revealed that her writing was regulated by what the lecturer wanted her to
(not to) say rather than what she really wanted to say. In light of Lillis’ (2001) frame-
work, her internal struggle revealed the mismatch between her actual way of writing
and her potential choice with regard to the content in writing. Therefore, in this
specific instance of meaning making, Hao forced self-positioned (Harré and van
Langenhove 1999) as a student who attempted to respond to the voices, which she
thought the lecturer as the representative for the discipline in this case wanted to hear.
Hence, she demonstrated her strategic agency through making surface adaptation to
allow her to gain access to the academic world.
The tension revealed through the way Hao made surface adaptation to her
disciplinary practices shows how the relations of power embedded in the lecturer’s
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expectations were exercised and maintained through the way the preferred writing
content was reproduced (Lillis 2001). The power relationship here indicated that the
student was forced self-positioning because of the other positioning of the lecturer.
The lecturer in this case positioned Hao as having the duty of giving her what she was
asking for in terms of subject content. Hao did not disagree with the lecturer because
of the inherent power relationship and accommodated herself to the changes required
as a coping strategy. The student’s account was compelling since in the attempt to gain
access to the disciplinary practice and empower herself in her chosen discourse, she
had to disguise her personal belief about critical thinking through excluding the argu-
ment she favoured from her disciplinary writing.
Committed adaptation
Committed adaptation occurs when students exercise personal agency and deliber-
ately position themselves as wishing to accommodate what is required of them. This
involved a profound transformation in their writing replacing their existing writing
practice with the new one which they judge to be superior to their former one. These
students also showed their agency, however, which they did by deliberate self-
positioning as consciously choosing to fully accommodate what was required of them.
These students feel positive about their shift because the ways of writing which they
think they need to respond to the institutional structure are in harmony with what they
value and their aspiration to achieve their academic acquired values.
Wang, one of the Chinese students involved in this study, for example, demon-
strated committed adaptation to her Education disciplinary practices in Australia.
When confronting different ideas about academic writing in her discipline, Wang
shifted her former belief and negotiated ways of writing the introduction in light of the
new belief in an attempt to satisfy the lecturer’s expectation and take control of her
academic practice. She revealed that she valued those changes: 
I am more than happy to change to the way to write like this.
I think there is certainly, the Western and Chinese ways are different but I prefer the
Western one.
The dimension of the talk around text model (Lillis 2001) embedded in the questions
how/what Wang can(not) say; how/what she (doesn’t)want to say in her disciplinary
writing helped to reveal that the voice she felt she needed to respond to the institution,
which seemed to be in conflict with her Chinese voice, turned out to be the voice she
now valued. In light of positioning theory (Harré and van Langenhove 1999), she
actively reshaped her interpretation and positioned herself in a more powerful position
through employing the accommodating strategy as committed adaptation. Wang’s
changing interpretations and changing positions in the drafting process of her first
assignment reflected her negotiation of different identities, being Chinese as she
referred to herself and being an international student who was aware of the disciplin-
ary requirement and determined to achieve her academic goal. These two identities
seemed to be contradictory in this episode of her account and she adhered to the latter
one as it enabled her to be empowered in the new community. The analysis of Wang’s
positioning through her talk about her actual practice of writing her text (Harré and
van Langenhove 1999; Lillis 2001) indicated that this was a strong case of cultural
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positioning. She was trying to break free from the Chinese stereotypes that she posi-
tioned herself in by making references to her struggle through the process of drafting
and redrafting. She shifted quite quickly to position herself as a member of the
Education discourse community. It is worth noting that the polarised concepts of
“Western” and “Chinese” ways of constructing knowledge referred to by Wang could
be challenged. This student seems to assume uniformity of the “Western culture”
while there are in fact diverse approaches to meaning making under the umbrella of
the so-called “Western culture”.
Hybrid adaptation
The students can also engage in hybrid adaptation to their new disciplinary practice
through attempts to create a hybrid space for meaning making. Within this form of
adaptation, the students engage critically and creatively with the disciplinary require-
ments and treat their first language and culture as a resource rather than a problem.
Ying for example exercised her personal agency by self-positioning as someone who
is able to create a blend of the linear way of writing, which she interpreted to be
conventional in her discipline, and her personal preference for using metaphors.
Ying gave explanations to her way of writing for her assignment in Management: 
That’s my understandings, that’s my original. I’ll use metaphors to explain things to
people. It’s my personality, my personal preference … Because without this, the content
is very dry. Maybe I didn’t start it well, so I want to make it interesting and I need to use
words with imagination. This is really my understanding of things … Maybe the lecturer
will only like facts, very scientific, not imagination, not artistic or anything like that in
writing.
Ying employed metaphors to make her writing mode vivid and lively. Talking about
her interest, Ying revealed she enjoyed expressing things in the poetic form and she
loved music. Embedded in Lillis’ (2001) framework is the notion of voice as experi-
ences, which she refers to as aspects of personal life experiences students embrace in
their writing. Ying thus brought her voice as personality and personal preference into
her disciplinary writing. For Ying, using metaphors and writing with imagination were
the ways she showed her own original understandings. Otherwise, as she revealed, she
often felt she was repeating someone else’s ideas: “You find out everything you
wanted to write was written by somebody else, so I mean no real original thought from
mine, so that’s not a good feeling.” In commenting on her writing, Ying other-posi-
tioned her lecturer as someone who favoured facts and scientific ways of communi-
cating ideas rather than what she referred to as “artistic” and imaginative expressions.
She also self-positioned as someone who attempted to show her original understand-
ings of the issue and to add flavour to her writing even though she guessed that they
might not be welcome by her lecturer. Kettle (2005) suggests the need to investigate
how international students can be viewed as “agents” who may be capable of trans-
forming their own situation. Ying’s self-positioning showed that even though she felt
forced to conform to linear writing, she used her own agency to write poetically. The
ways she exercised agency signalled the complexities of her process of gaining access
into her disciplinary practices. In communicating ideas in her essay, Ying appeared to
display hybrid adaptation and reconstruct a hybrid site of subjectivity, which was
shaped by the external force embedded in her disciplinary practices as well as her
internal voice and preference.
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Interaction between students and academics and the dialogical pedagogic model for 
mutual adaptation
All students in the study perceive the interaction they establish with their lecturers
to be imperative in enabling them to enhance their understandings of the disciplin-
ary requirements and facilitate their adaptation to academic practices. In particular,
the students draw on various skills including consultative, reflective and self-
monitoring skills to understand the disciplinary requirements and how to act on
these in order to achieve the best possible results for their assignments. Below are
some quotes from the interviews with the students to illustrate how they interact
with their lecturers: 
Because in my particular case, I feel a lot of repetition all over the place and I feel a bit
worried about that because I don’t know whether I understand the case correctly and
I went to the consultation to ask my lecturer and what she told me is that yeah it’s the
nature of the theory and you applied different theories in different situation, so your case
is still appropriate, so it’s not like I think because if you read the case, you see I repeat
a lot about the humour aspect. (Vy)
Yes, I feel ambiguous about the expectations in the other course like Language method-
ology and curriculum design, about the creation of the unit of work. Most of my class-
mates don’t understand what we are expected to do and we discuss with the lecturer
again and again and he is also confused and finally I think he had to ask Rachel [the
course coordinator] again about how to write up those units of work. She designed the
whole course. (Wang)
The students self-position as those who are determined and active to seek ways to
contact their lecturers to deepen their understandings of the disciplinary expectations.
Some others actually wrote to their lecturers to ask for feedback on draft versions of
writing assignments and revised their writing based on the academics’ feedback. This
study also reveals that international students’ interaction with their lecturers can also
create the condition for their lecturers to work out how to make the writing instruc-
tions and assessment criteria more explicit for students and what to do to assist
students more effectively in their writing of assignments.
The academics also indicate that through conversations with international students
who actively discussed their needs, they increase their understandings of the needs of
international students and how to accommodate these needs. Below are some quotes
which illustrate the value of interaction perceived by the academics interviewed for
this study: 
I remember one of our graduates some years ago told me that the difficulty he found
there were no equivalent words in Mandarin for a lot of concepts we are using and
students struggle because of the nature of the Chinese economy, that word has not come
to their language, it makes it very hard for international students. So how do I deal with
this, it changes the ways I teach, I often speak too fast but I do try to slow it and I try to
find different words that I try to explain a concept but I can’t always do that because
sometimes there is a term or word I must use, so I try to find different ways of explaining
them in terms of example, what do I mean to make it as simple as possible. (Andy)
Again I had conversations with students over a year, it sounds crazy but an academic
essay in English, I can see why some students can get repetitive or redundant because
you have to start off by saying what you are going to say and then you say it and then at
the end you say what you have just said and it seemed crazy because you have to have
those signposts very clear there. Otherwise we tend to think that it’s loosely constructed
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or not logical or not coherent. The marker, the native speaker, starts thinking that this is
not coherent. (Kevin)
Both lecturers here highlight that their conversations with their students enable them
to understand the challenges that international students may face in their encounter
with the course content in their postgraduate programme and with the Anglo-Saxon
academic writing conventions. Kevin’s conversation with his international students
results in his deeper understanding of international students’ views on academic writ-
ing conventions and his revisit of the relevance of these conventions to students’
meaning making. Kevin positions himself as a lecturer who is capable to be engaged
in critical reflection through his criticism of the native speaker makers’ biases toward
international students’ writing based on what they perceive to be the logical and
appropriate ways of writing. In a similar vein, based on the interaction with his
Chinese international students and his increased understanding of students’ needs in
dealing with the disciplinary terminologies, Andy attempts to modify his teaching
through using different ways to explain a new economic concept and slowing down
his speed. Andy positions himself as a lecturer who is willing to tailor his teaching
practices to accommodate international students’ needs. These examples from the
lecturers shows that interactive opportunities with international students allow the
lecturers to question what is often taken for granted as the “Western convention” in
their discipline that may cause confusion for international students, critically reflect
on their teaching practices and then adapt their practices to respond to international
students’ needs.
The discussion earlier illustrates student’s agency demonstrated through the ways
they actively seek contact and consultation with the lecturers may have an impact on
staff’s re-positioning of their views and understandings, which leads to the changes in
their teaching. In other words, students’ ability to exercise personal agency through
taking the initiative to communicate with staff helps to create the conditions for trans-
formation of individual lecturers’ practices. As indicated in the students’ quotes, the
agency which the students in this study exercise is still restricted as they mainly seek
opportunities to unpack and accommodate lecturers’ expectations rather than to nego-
tiate a wide range of potential choices and to advocate their personal and cultural
values in disciplinary writing though some students actually wished to do so. The
power relationship between students and academics in the academia and the need to
avoid taking any risk that may negatively affect the returns in the investment in an
international education are found to be the main factors which hinder international
students’ exercise of their full agency. Yet, the findings of the study also offer some
insights into ways that mutual adaptation can be developed between international
students and academics rather than the onus being on total adaptation from the
students. The findings highlight student’s agency embedded in their communication
with staff and staff’s attempt to encourage the interactive process as the point where
the two groups, students and lecturers, can interact so that the possibility of new
understandings, adaptation and repositioning of views and practices can occur. A
dialogical pedagogic model for mutual adaptation for both students and teaching staff
for academic development has been developed by modifying Harré’s two-dimensional
conceptual space (van Langenhove and Harré 1999), the public/private and the indi-
vidual/collective. This model is presented in Figure 2. Drawing on Vygotsky, van
Langenhove and Harré (1999) use the public/private dimension to represent the degree
to which the display of the attributes of academics and international students is public
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or private. The individual/collective axis refers to the degree to which “some attributes
can be realised as the property of the discursive interaction of one or many persons”
(van Langenhove and Harré 1999, 131).
Figure 2. The dialogical pedagogic model for mutual adaptation.The model includes four quadrants: interaction, appropriation, repositioning and
publicisation. The first process, interaction, is illustrated in the upper right hand side
corner of the model. The interaction quadrant represents how knowledge and experi-
ence may be shared between academics and international students. Interaction occurs
when lecturers create opportunities for international students to communicate with
them and students exercise agency through their attempts to communicate with
academics. This interactive process is collective and public.
The second process is appropriation, which is represented in the lower right hand
side quadrant of the model. The appropriation of knowledge of the discursive practices
of academics and international students within the institutional structure can be repre-
sented as the transition from the interaction quadrant to the appropriation quadrant.
This appropriation is reflected in how knowledge gained from the interaction with
each other would enable academics to deepen their understandings of the issues
related to international students and would assist international students to increase
their awareness of the institutional practices. This process marks the move from the
public to the private quadrants.
The third process, repositioning, is represented in the lower left hand side quadrant
of the model. Transition to the repositioning quadrant links to the privatisation and
habituation shift in which academics would rethink and critically reflect on their
teaching practices. This goes along with their attempts to change their practices and
adopt teaching approaches to better address international students’ needs. In this
process, international students would exercise strategic agency to facilitate their
participation in institutional practices based on their insights and understandings.
International students can transform their own practices if they are provided with the
resources and opportunities to make changes. Different types of relationships and
interactions will enable different ways of appropriating knowledge and different
responses to be made. This process highlights how the expectations and needs of
academics and international students can be included and addressed.
Figure 2. The dialogical pedagogic model for mutual adaptation.
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [D
ea
kin
 U
niv
ers
ity
 L
ibr
ary
] a
t 1
5:2
3 1
7 S
ep
tem
be
r 2
01
3 
92  L.T. Tran
The upper left hand side quadrant represents the publicisation/conventionalisation
process. When academics and international students have internalised the new under-
standings and transformed their own practices, this leads to the transformation of
disciplinary and institutional practices. Appropriated and privatised knowledge and
experiences thus become publicised and even conventionalised in the institutional
discourse. This model is not a one-way cycle. It can go back and forward between
quadrants before it leads to publicisation. The model may look ideal to some extent
within the current institutional structure where the onus of adjustment is more
commonly expected from international students rather than academics themselves.
However, these interactive processes appear to be fundamental toward enhancing the
quality of learning and teaching in line with the current trend of internationalising the
curriculum.
Conclusion
This study explores the adaptation of international students in two disciplines,
Education and Economics, at an Australian university. A prominent finding of the
study indicates the emergence of three main forms of adaptation, committed adapta-
tion, surface adaptation and hybrid adaptation, that the students employed to gain
access to their disciplinary writing practices. The findings of the study show that the
students’ adaptation practice appears to be dynamic, complex and often provokes a
shift in their personal subjectivity. A large body of literature has been devoted to
describing general challenges international students encounter in Australian higher
education (Samuelowicz 1987; Lacina 2002; Parks and Raymond 2004). Moreover,
while cultural and language aspects have often been cited, international students’
reflection on what is actually involved in their journey of adaptation are rarely
explored. The study highlights the need to document the complexities of international
students’ process of adaptation through which they endeavour to exercise personal
agency and mediate between different ways of constructing knowledge in specific
disciplines. Even though this study focuses only on international students, the
complexities involved in the process of mediating and adapting to disciplinary
requirements highlighted in this paper are likely to be encountered by domestic
students as well. Also, there may be disciplinary differences regarding the ways of
constructing knowledge in the two disciplines, Education and Economics, in which
the students in this study are enrolled. Nevertheless, this aspect is not inherent in the
data and this does not seem to be an issue for the students involved in this study, so
the discussion of the data does not focus on the disciplinary differences. This may
however be an area worth being investigated further.
The study suggests that reciprocal adaptation of academics and international
students is critical to the process of internationalising the curriculum and making
academic practices more relevant to the educational values of international students,
a growing and significant cohort in Australian institutions. The mutual changes are
even more critical given the current institutional responses and policies which have
focused more on international education as an export industry and commodity and less
on the aspirations of international students and the enhancement of academic pedago-
gies which cater for the needs and acquired values of international students. This
imbalance may be detrimental to the sustainable development of international educa-
tion, which is becoming increasingly important to the long-term economic, academic
and social benefits to Australia.
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